Journal of Iranian Cultural Research, 18(4), 49-72, Winter 2026

Valinejad, A. (2026). Modes of theoretical engagement in sociological research; A systematic

review to identify challenges. Journal of Iranian Cultural Research, 18(4), 49-72.  doi:
10.22035/jicr.2026.3486.3721

https://doi.org/10.22035/jicr.2026.3486.3721 URL: https://www jicr.ir/article_551.html

2008-1847 / © The Authors. This is an open access article under the CC BY 4.0 license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0).

Research Paper

Modes of theoretical engagement in sociological
research; A systematic review to identify challenges

Abdollah Valinejad'
Received: Apr. 8,2025;  Accepted: Jul. 9, 2025

ABSTRACT

The present study focuses on how sociology students employ theory in their research and
aims to identify the challenges associated with this process. Relying on a systematic review of
176 studies in the field of sociology conducted between 2012 and 2021, the research found
that the challenges can be categorized into four main areas: (1) Disruption in analytical
correspondence (errors in theory selection); (2) Weakness in understanding, interpreting,
and applying theoretical concepts (inability to process theory); (3) Disruption in analytical
distancing from theory (a deep belief in the absolute truth of theory); and (4) Imposition of
theoretical presuppositions onto reality (an emotional inclination toward the validity of
theory). The findings indicate that these problems primarily stem from the dominant
educational and cultural structures governing knowledge production in the country,
although a minor portion can be attributed to individual skills. Therefore, overcoming the
current situation requires transformation at three strategic levels: (1) reform in the discourse
of theorization; (2) institutional reorganization of the higher education system; and (3)
strengthening students’ theoretical training. Achieving these goals is possible only through
enhancing collective will within universities, rethinking established academic traditions, and
fostering a spirit of critical dialogue. Otherwise, the use of theory among some academic
circles will remain superficial, formalistic, and unproductive.
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INTRODUCTION

This study addresses the modes by which sociology students engage with theory and
explores the challenges therein. One of the first conceptual confrontations facing
any social science student or researcher is with theory. Theory holds a central place
in sociological inquiry—some regard it as a guiding beacon, while others argue that
research without theory yields fragmented and incoherent results. A quick glance at
academic curricula confirms the prominence of theory in the discipline, where
figures such as Ritzer, Aron, Cohen, Giddens, Coser, and Craib are routinely
presented in efforts to categorize, historicize, and elaborate the multifaceted
dimensions of sociological theorizing.

Despite its recognized significance and institutional emphasis, concerns have
emerged over how theory is actually employed in research practice. These critiques
suggest that theoretical engagement may often be superficial or misguided.
Acknowledging this critical tension, and recognizing the indispensable role of
theory in framing, analyzing, and interpreting social phenomena, this paper seeks to
answer a central question: How do sociology students in Iran utilize theory in their
research, and what patterns or challenges can be identified in this regard?

PURPOSE

The aim of this article is to identify the main challenges in the ways sociology
students utilize theory in their research. Through a systematic review of academic
thesis and dissertations, it seeks to analyze the obstacles in selecting, understanding,
interpreting, and applying theoretical frameworks, with the ultimate goal of
enhancing the quality of theoretical education and improving students' analytical
capacity in sociological research.

METHODOLOGY

This research is qualitative, exploratory in nature, and employs a systematic review
methodology. Systematic review is a reliable and rigorous method for answering
research questions through synthesizing findings from previous studies
(Hemingway & Brereton, 2009).

The assessment criteria for evaluating the selected works—drawn from
methodological literature such as Little (1991), Baker (2023), Quivy & Campenhout
(2007), Blaikie (2023), Popper (1983), Gadamer (1994), Mahoney (2001), and
others—are based on the assumption that theory is embedded throughout the
research process. Evaluation was based on the following seven dimensions: 1) Logic



behind the selection of a relevant theory; 2) Clarity and accuracy in explaining
theoretical concepts; 3) Integration of theory in research methodology; 4)
Application of theory in data collection; 5) Mechanisms for hypothesis testing; 6)
Use of theory in data analysis; 7) Theoretical grounding of final conclusions.

The data was analyzed using thematic analysis with an inductive approach.
Open coding identified meaningful propositions, which were then grouped through
axial coding. Representative themes were refined, interpreted, and validated
through expert consultation. The final categories were used to clarify the
dimensions of the central research problem. Internal validity was ensured through
peer auditing, while external validity was established via rich contextual
descriptions and a well-documented sampling strategy.

FINDINGS

The study identifies four major challenges in students’ theoretical engagement: 1)
Theory Selection; 2) Theory Processing; 3) Uncritical Commitment to Theory; 4)
Ideological Attachment to Theory.

Challenge 1: Theory Selection

Analysis of fifteen studies, confirmed through expert consultation to have misused
or misaligned theories, revealed widespread confusion among students regarding
theory selection. Three core subcategories emerged: 1) Mismatch between theory
and research problem; 2) Ornamental use of theory; 3) Imitative or externalized
selection of theory.

These issues reflect a deeper analytical dysfunction—the misalignment between
theoretical apparatus and research demands. The final category was defined
as “inability to select theory: a disruption in analytical alignment”. This challenge
stems from a lack of training in analytical reasoning, comparative understanding,
and the relational use of theoretical frameworks—highlighting the need for
foundational reform in theoretical education.

Challenge 2: Theory Processing

In many cases, theories were presented only decoratively, without analytical
function in data collection or interpretation. The following subcategories emerged:
1) Superficial or translation-based understanding; 2) Ambiguity in analytical
application; 3) Misalignment of theory with local context.

These do not reflect problems of theory choice but rather problems of
implementation, expansion, and operationalization. The final category was
termed “inability to process theory: a weakness in understanding, interpreting, and
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adapting theoretical concepts”. This represents a structural failure in the movement
from abstract theory to applied analysis.

Challenge 3: Uncritical Commitment to Theory

Overuse of specific theories in certain thematic areas leads to uncritical adherence.
Analysis yielded three conceptual categories: 1) Authoritative belief in theory; 2)
Absolute theoretical dogmatism; 3) Non-reflexive loyalty to theory.

The core theme was defined as “unquestioned belief in the truth of theory: a
disruption in analytical distancing”. Here, theory is treated as a fixed truth rather
than a tool for explanation, undermining critical reflexivity and hindering dynamic
engagement.

Challenge 4: Ideological Attachment to Theory

Without pre-imposed assumptions, meaningful indicators of students’ orientation
toward theory were extracted. High-frequency codes were grouped into a coherent
structure, revealing a strategic bias in theoretical usage. Subcategories included: 1)
Theoretical steering of the research; 2) Epistemological partiality; 3) Distortion of
data in favor of theory. The core category, “ideological commitment to theory:
imposing theoretical assumptions onto reality”, reflects a form of theoretical
engagement in which theory functions as the research’s preordained conclusion
rather than an instrument of analysis.

CONCLUSION

While this research initially points to technical deficiencies in theoretical
application, it ultimately uncovers deeper structural and cultural crises within Iran’s
academic training and research systems. The problem is not merely technical or
epistemological; it reflects an intricate entanglement of educational structures,
reward systems, unlocalized theory translation traditions, and identity formation
within the academic field.

The ineffectiveness in theory usage stems less from individual ignorance and
more from the systemic reproduction of a superficial, performative, and non-critical
form of theoretical literacy. A major contributing factor is the reductive and
formalistic approach to teaching theory, often treating it as decorative filler for
introductions or a token response to institutional requirements. What is lost in this
approach is the recognition of theory as an instrument for thinking and posing
questions—rather than merely explaining or confirming preconceived answers.
When theory is stripped of its generative function, the entire research process is
rendered analytically hollow.



Moreover, the often-neglected historicity of theory must be acknowledged.
Theories are not eternal truths but context-bound responses to specific historical
conditions. Without historical consciousness, researchers risk reifying theories as
immutable, failing to grasp their conceptual tensions or origins in power-laden
discursive formations. The neglect of theoretical genealogy and paradigmatic
contestation reduces sociological inquiry to sterile reproduction rather than critical
innovation.

NOVELTY

Although previous studies have examined the challenges facing humanities and
social science research in Iran from various perspectives, they have often either
focused on general obstacles within the scientific system or approached theory from
epistemological and historical standpoints. What has received less direct and
systematic attention, however, is an objective assessment of how theory is actually
utilized in concrete scholarly outputs—particularly in graduate theses. Apart from
studies by Jalacepoor (2008) and Kazemi (2022), there appears to be no other
significant source in this regard.
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